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Sculpture as Inspiration for Writing in
High School
by Julie Anne Taylor, Ph.D., Danielle DeFauw, Ph.D., and
Glovetta Williams

Dearborn
••
Detroit

Julie Anne
Taylor, Ph.D.

“If they need a real motivation, go
look at it! Look! So beautiful the
sculptures!”
—A high school student
This article explores the use of sculpture and sculpture
gardens to engage students in evaluation and writing.
The findings are based on action research conducted
during the 2017-2018 academic year. Students from
an alternative, all-boys public high school in Detroit
studied modern and contemporary sculptures in the
collection of Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture
Park. After traveling to Grand Rapids to participate
in docent-led tours, each student reflected on and

Danielle DeFauw,
Ph.D.

Glovetta Williams

evaluated a sculpture in the collection. Using modeling
clay, they then created and wrote about their own, original sculpture. Sculptures were used as springboards for
students’ poetry. On surveys, most of the participants
indicated that studying in the sculpture garden had
been inspirational. They reported that analyzing sculptures had caused them to consider different ways to
communicate ideas. The findings of this study suggest
that, because sculptures spark students’ imagination
and motivation for writing, their integration in English
language arts classrooms is worthy of consideration.
This interdisciplinary action-research project is theoretically grounded in deeper learning, a constructivist
approach to teaching that emphasizes critical thinking,
communication, and the transfer of knowledge (Bellanca, 2015). Deweyan ideas on the vitality of aesthetics
and art as expression also shaped the theoretical framework. In Art as Experience, John Dewey (1934/2005)
wrote, “Because objects of art are expressive, they are a
language. Rather they are many languages” (p. 110).
Contemporary and modern sculptures provoke
thought. The use of sculpture to promote reading is
supported by the English language arts (ELA) anchor
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standard seven for reading in the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS), which calls for the integration and
evaluation of content “…presented in diverse media
and formats, including visually and quantitatively, as
well as in words” (National Governors Association
Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State
School Officers, 2010, n.p.). Communicating through
visual language is also in alignment with national
literacy standards (The National Council of Teachers
of English and the International Reading Association,
2012).
In Michigan, students have the opportunity to study in
one of the world’s most highly regarded sculpture parks:
Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park in Grand
Rapids. This vast cultural site features over 300 sculptures by artists such as Auguste Rodin, Henry Moore,
Jaume Plensa, and Mark di Suvero. Year-round, the
museum offers educational programming and experiences, including docent-led tours and classes. About
50,000 students visit Meijer Gardens every year on field
trips (Becherer, Hooker, & Harmsel, 2013).

Park, each student participated in an interactive lecture
on modern and contemporary sculpture in small
groups. To build vocabulary and to advance etymological understanding, the students were asked to identify
the roots and prefixes of relevant vocabulary words
such as horticulture and philanthropy. Frederik Meijer
Gardens and Sculpture Park combines the science and
art of growing plants with the plastic arts. The sculpture
park exists because of the generosity of Frederik and
Lena Meijer, who owned Meijer Groceries. Based in
Michigan, Meijer grocery stores were familiar to all students. In learning about history of Meijer Gardens, the
students reflected on the value of promoting the welfare
of the community.
In discussions, the students described the different
purposes of art. Fond of modern and contemporary
art, Meijer acquired, for his park, mostly abstract
works, including Cubist, Surrealist, and Expressionist
pieces. Sculptures communicate ideas, and they evoke
emotions. They may be whimsical or pensive. Prior to
visiting the park, the students also studied the characteristics of different artistic movements.

The authors, in this project, sought to address the
following core research questions: a) Would high-school
students find intellectual and creative inspiration in the
gardens and sculptures? If so, why?; b) Would the study of
sculptures foster thinking about diverse ways to communicate ideas? If so, how?; and, c) How effectively could
sculptures be used as springboards for poetry?

The Students and the School

The high-school students who participated in this study
attended a Title I public school for boys in Detroit that
specializes in alternative and special education. They
were in the 9th, 10th, and 11th grades. All were African
American. The IRB-approved study of the sculptures in
Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park was part
of an enrichment program established in 2012 at the
school. Each year, the program has a different cultural
focus.

The Sculpture Project

Before visiting Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture
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Figure 1. Students examine Keith Haring’s Julia.

Michigan Reading Journal

Julie Anne Taylor, Ph.D., Danielle DeFauw, Ph.D., and Glovetta Williams

On site, the students were divided into two groups
for the Beyond Bronze Art and Sculpture Park tours.
Docents shared their knowledge of various artists,
sculptural pieces, techniques, and media. They also
engaged the students by asking questions. The students
paused to closely observe multiple sculptures, including
Richard Hunt’s Column of the Free Spirit, Bill Woodrow’s Listening to History, and Andy Goldsworthy’s
Grand Rapids Arch. While walking along the paths, they
delighted in other artworks, including Jaume Plensa’s I,
You, She or He.
After the guided tours, each student completed the
Sculpture Assignment Handout (Appendix), designed
to promote interpretation and evaluation through
inquiry. To begin, each student chose a sculpture and
responded to four open-ended questions after identifying the title of the work, the sculptor’s name, the year
when the sculpture was made, and the medium: a) Why
does the sculpture appeal to you?; b) What meaning does
the sculpture convey to you?; c) What other interpretations
might viewers of this sculpture have?; and, d) What do you
believe was the sculptor’s purpose in creating this sculpture?

Figure 2. Students share their impressions of Mark
di Suvero’s Scarlatti with a docent.
Following their evaluation of works in the gardens,
the students created their own sculptures. They made

selections from 12 colors of modeling clay. Most chose
to sculpt using two colors with basic clay modeling
tools. Their creation of artwork was followed by more
expository writing. After naming their sculptures, the
students responded to three open-ended questions: a)
What is the purpose of your sculpture?; b) What does the
sculpture convey?; and c) What do you hope viewers will
understand or feel when they see your sculpture?
During the lunch hour at the school on another day,
a total of 25 students, 12 of whom had visited the
sculpture park, wrote poems. Four of the students, who
had been to Meijer Gardens, were not present because
they had to participate in a conflicting activity. The
25 attendees viewed images of sculptures from Meijer
Gardens as well as a local sculpture, Marshall Fredericks’ The Spirit of Detroit. The foundational collection
of sculptures in Meijer Gardens was also by Fredericks
(Becherer, 2002; Ten Harmsel, 2010). All students
recognized The Spirit of Detroit due to its prominent
location on Woodward Avenue.
Students volunteered to read aloud three mentor
texts by two poets: Langston Hughes’ (1995a) Dream
Variations and (1995b) Dreams and Maya Angelou’s
(1993/2018) Life Doesn’t Frighten Me at All. As they
read each poem, the students reflected on form and
meaning. In discussions, they communicated their
thoughts and opinions. Analyzing the poems supported
CCSS ELA Anchor Standard 10 for the reading of
texts that illustrate the complexity, quality, and range of
student reading. Then, the students wrote original, freeverse poems. Volunteers read their creative writings. The
production and distribution of their poetry supported
CCSS ELA Anchor Standards 4 and 5 for writing.
According to Janine Certo (2017), an immersion in
mentor texts, coupled with unstructured composition
time, fosters students’ poetic expression of experiences
and emotions. The process cultivates understanding
and use of poetic features such as rhyme, repetition,
and metaphor. Through its structure or movement, the
students’ poetry can reveal an “intuitive sophistication
of craft” (Certo, 2017, p. 383). Certo (2017) wrote
“…reading poetry offers opportunities for children to
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focus closely on the beauty, play, and emotive power of
language” (p. 382).

Research Methods

To explore sculpture and writing, the authors engaged
in action research, a systematic, participatory approach
to understanding teaching and learning (Mertler,
2014). They employed mixed methods to enhance
understanding and to make informed inferences
(Greene, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Mixed
methods are well suited to interdisciplinary studies
because they capture diverse worldviews (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).
“A mixed methods way of thinking means genuine
acceptance of other ways of seeing and knowing as
legitimate. A mixed methods way of thinking involves
an active engagement with difference and diversity”
(Greene, 2007, p. xii).
The researchers designed a survey with four Likert-scale
items and one open-ended question. Respondents were
asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with these statements: a) The beauty of the gardens
and sculptures inspired me; b) Viewing sculptures exposed me
to new perspectives; c) Studying sculptures made me think
about different ways to communicate ideas; and, d) Visiting
the gardens and sculpture park increased my understanding
of culture. The open-ended question asked, What is your
opinion of viewing and writing about sculptures?

assignment. To generate data summaries, the students’
responses were entered into Survey Monkey. In addition to using the tool’s textual analysis feature, the
researchers repeatedly read the responses and reflected
on direct observations in order to gain insights, make
inferences, and draw conclusions. Additionally, the
authors read the students’ poems multiple times, and
they selected three for inclusion in this article.

Findings

In explaining his reason for establishing a sculpture
park, Meijer said, “People deserve a place that inspires
them, challenges them, and offers opportunities to
consider the beauty and mysteries of the human experience” (Becherer, 2002, p. 10). On the surveys, the
vast majority (86.67%) of the students either strongly
agreed (60%) or agreed (26.67%) that the beauty of the
gardens and sculptures had inspired them. Two students (13.3%) were neutral, and none disagreed (Figure
3). The open-ended question solicited the students’
opinions of viewing and writing about sculptures:
•
•
•

“My opinion of viewing and writing about sculptures is like being open-minded and inspired.”
“[It] opened up my creative eyes.”
“I am learning about new things, and enjoying it.”

The anonymous and optional survey, which 15 of the
16 young men completed, was administered after the
visit to Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park.
The researchers manually entered their responses into
Survey Monkey, a cloud-based analytical tool, to calculate percentages. They then prepared graphs using the
online graphing site of the National Center for Education Statistics.
The authors also analyzed two assignments: the expository writing assignment and the students’ poetry.
Unlike the survey, the writing assignments were not
anonymous. All 16 students, who had participated in
the lecture and visited the sculpture park, made their
own sculptures and completed the expository writing
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Figure 3. Likert responses to “The beauty of the
gardens and sculptures inspired me.”
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Modern and contemporary sculptures offer fresh vistas.
Over 66% of students strongly agreed (26.67%) or
agreed (40%) that viewing sculptures had exposed them
to new perspectives. About 26% were neutral. Only one
student (6.67%) disagreed. On the evaluative writing assignment, when asked about the meanings and
possible interpretations of sculptures, students provided
creative responses. Writing about Roxy Paine’s Neuron,
while understanding the sculptor’s intent to depict a
brain cell, one student wrote, “I saw lightning bolts.” He
also wrote, “[The sculpture] says many things to me like,
‘Throw the potatoes out! They’re starting to grow roots!’”

•
•
•

“It’s cool and different. And I can express myself.”
“Art is a creative piece that helps you think.”
“It was an easier way to express my feelings.”

Figure 5. Likert responses to “Studying sculptures
made me think about different ways to communicate ideas.”
Arts integration advances cultural knowledge and
appreciation. Eighty percent of students strongly agreed
(40%) or agreed (40%) that visiting the gardens and
sculpture park had increased their understanding of
culture. Twenty percent were neutral. No respondent
disagreed. Students wrote the following:
•
•

Figure 4. Students studied Roxy Paine’s Neuron.
Carved or molded masses in space, sculptures convey
notions, transmit ideas, and raise consciousness (Read,
1964/2007). Some sculptures are metaphoric. A strong
finding in the study was that 86.67% of students either
strongly agreed (40%) or agreed (46.67%) that studying sculptures had made them think about different
ways to communicate. Over 13% of students were
neutral. No student disagreed (Figure 5). In response to
the open-ended question, students wrote the following:

“It gave me a different outlook on art.”
“I am learning new things, and I have a better
understanding of sculptures.”

The students’ expository writing assignments suggested
that studying sculptures had generated interest. Several students wrote about Nina Akamu’s The American
Horse, a colossal sculpture inspired by drawings by
Leonardo da Vinci (Ten Harmsel, 2010). When asked
about the sculpture’s appeal, the students gave diverse
responses. “The horse reflects on history,” wrote one
young man. “The horse appeals to me because it is
beautiful,” explained another. A third student wrote
“…the horse is a wonderful sculpture, and it makes
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me feel happy looking at it.” The students inferred that
The American Horse conveyed “discipline and courage,”
“strength,” and “awesomeness and joy.”

that people should “...reach for the sky.” The colorful
SpongeBob Pineapple (Figure 8) was designed simply “...
to be fun to look at.”

In his written evaluation of Mark di Suvero’s Scarlatti, a student suggested that the sculpture represents
change, and he offered an alternative interpretation:
The sculpture might convey freedom. Made of industrial stainless steel, Scarlatti is designed to move when
there are intense winds, as they were on the day of the
field trip. By contrast, the student’s own sculpture had
a different meaning. He created a reclined figure whose
leg morphed into chains. About this sculpture, Imprisonment, he wrote, “The purpose is to convey a deep
message about society. It conveys being chained down
by society’s expectations.” (See Figure 6.)

Figure 7. Chase, Ancient Bird.

Figure 6. Jawan, Imprisonment.
Like the sculptures in Meijer Gardens, the students’
artwork communicated and evoked a spectrum of
ideas and feelings. One young man designed a tricolor
headstone, RIP J; it was a tribute to a friend whom
he had lost. Another student formed a brown cookie
with green chips. “My grandpa and I used to love
eating cookies,” he wrote. A blue sculpture, Ancient
Bird (Figure 7), was meant to convey the message
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Figure 8. Kevin, SpongeBob Pineapple.
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During the poetry exercise at the school, after viewing
many images of sculptures, each student selected one.
He was asked what the sculpture called to mind, and he
was encouraged to make associations. Popular choices
were Keith Haring’s Julia and Marshall Fredericks’ The
Spirit of Detroit. As catalysts for writing, sculptures
proved to be effective. One young man wrote about
Tom Otterness’ humorous sculpture, Mad Mom.

The American Horse continued to be a source of inspiration for writing. After seeing an image of the equine
statue, another student, who had not participated in
the field trip, wrote a delightful poem:
Make It Happen
Inspired by Nina Akamu’s The American Horse
Running in the wind
Dancing in the breeze
Jumping the air
Falling to your knees.
Standing like a stallion
Do things and make it happen!
Pursue your dreams.
Don’t be a meme.

Mad Mom
Inspired by Tom Otterness’ sculpture, Mad Mom
The sculpture spoke to me,
the Mad Mom.
When your mom says do something,
she means it.
My mom and the mad mom look alike.
When a mom puts her hands on her hips
and tells you, “Don’t play with me.”
It spoke to me,
when I looked at it.

Devon

Discussion

Jason
After viewing a photograph of the iconic sculpture, The
Spirit of Detroit, a student, who had not been able to
visit Meijer Gardens, wrote about the city of Detroit.
Detroit
Inspired by Marshall Fredericks’ The Spirit of Detroit
The city of automobiles,
The Motor City.
There’s a lot of things to keep you busy.
As you admire the statues,
you imagine how beautiful
this world would be.
Shadows at night
should not bring you fright.
A beautiful city.
The sky is blue.
Crimes everyday leave you with no clue.
The world should be born new.
We need a change in the world.
David

Sculptures, like other forms of art, often convey
meanings; the meanings are understood when students engage in analysis and interpretation (Freedman,
2003). Nonrepresentational and abstract works of
art often “speak” indirectly. They lend themselves to
diverse interpretations. Within the viewer, sculptural
compositions can evoke feelings of vitality, permanence,
amusement, and disquiet (Read, 1964/2007). Dewey
(1934/2005) stated, “…each art has its own medium,
and that medium is especially fitted for one kind of
communication. Each medium says something that
cannot be uttered as well or as completely in any other
tongue” (p. 110).
Visually literate youths critically read their world,
a world in which images are omnipresent (Freire &
Macedo, 1987). Students infer meaning, question
what they think they know, and develop metacognitive awareness of how interaction with art changes
their thinking and view of the world around them
(Albers, 2007). As students study art, they grasp the
language of the artform (Albers, 2007). In modernist
sculpture, students find arranged elements, planes, and
textures (Curtis, 1999). Read (1964/2007) wrote that
the virtues of the art of sculpture include “...sensibility to volume and mass, the interplay of hollows and
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protuberances, the rhythmical articulation of planes
and contours, (and the) unity of conception” (p. 18).
In analyzing sculpture, students consider symbolic
expression, including the symbolic use of color (Read,
1964/2007). When asked by a docent what feelings
the bright yellow Julia evoked, the participants in this
project agreed that the sculpture generated feelings of
happiness and joy because of its cheerful color as well
as its dancing form. Expression is further fostered when
students create art, both visual and literary, to reflect
their own worldviews and sentiments (Petherbridge,
2010). The process of sculpting has been described as
“drawing in space” (Read, 1964/2007, p. 75).
In the Sculpture Project, the study of abstract sculptures paired naturally with free-verse poetry writing.
Sculptures and poems often have aesthetic qualities
(Ayers, 2014). The ability to read and write poetry
requires critical analysis and risk-taking. Adolescents
need to experience opportunities to explore the genre
without fear (Nobles & Azano, 2016). Apol and Macaluso (2016) found that preservice teachers, who had
recently graduated from high school, were intimidated
by poetry. They were filled with anxiety to interpret and
write poetry, due to their perceptions of poetry’s rules
and other challenges. Diverse instructional approaches
merit consideration. “Reading and writing poems can
help us discover profound truths we didn’t realize we
knew. It can waken our senses and empathy, so we
really begin to see a new world. It can help us know
ourselves better” (Michaels, 1999, pp. 2-3).

Implications and Steps to
Apply Research to Practice

Interpreting visual art creates accessible learning opportunities (Anderson, 2015; Venezky, 1995). All students,
even those who need additional support with reading
and writing, are able to apply visual literacy strategies to
analyze and study artforms (Robinson, 2012; Yenawine,
2013). The ponderability of modern and contemporary
art makes it ideal for expository and creative writing.
Teachers who wish to implement a similar sculpture
project, would follow these steps:
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a. Introduce students to modern and contemporary sculptures. Define vocabulary words such as
abstract, additive process, bronze, Cubism, Expressionism, lost wax casting, mold, patina, pedestal, plaster,
sculpture in the round, subtractive process, and Surrealism. Also discuss horticulture and philanthropy.
b. Ask students to reflect on the purposes of art.
Engage students in discussions based on sculptures.
The website of Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park (http://www.meijergardens.org/discover/)
has striking images taken during different seasons.
Ask, What does the sculpture convey?; Of what do you
think when you view the sculpture?; What associations
do you make?; Of what is the sculpture made?; and,
What techniques were used to create the sculpture?
c. Show videos of the lost wax casting process. The
National Sculpture Society (2009) has published
an effective video, Lost Wax Casting Process, to
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPgEIM-NbhQ. National Geographic’s (2016)
short film, Capturing an Emperor’s Face in Bronze,
is well-animated: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=uPgEIM-NbhQ.
d. Explain the history and mission of Frederik Meijer
Gardens and Sculpture Park. In addition to the
Meijer Gardens’ website, several books have been
published. The titles have been included among
the references in this article: Becherer (2002) and
Becherer et al. (2013).
e. Plan a field trip to the park in Grand Rapids or
an alternative experience. Field trips to Meijer
Gardens can be scheduled at http://www.meijergardens.org/plan/student-field-trips/. Educators
may select from a menu of tours, and the staff are
receptive to requests to see specific sculptures. Bus
scholarships are available.
Educators for whom field trips to Grand Rapids are
not feasible, will find an international directory of
contemporary sculpture parks on the website of the
International Sculpture Center (I.S.C.): https://www.
sculpture.org/documents/parksdir/destinations_home.
shtml. The I.S.C. lists 26 sites in Michigan, including
the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Bloomfield Hills, the
Krasl Art Center in Saint Joseph, and the Marshall M.
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Fredericks Sculpture Museum in Saginaw. The I.S.C.’s
interactive world map will be helpful to readers in other
states and countries, as well.
Virtual field trips with a number of art museums
may be scheduled through the Center for Interactive
Learning and Collaboration: https://www.cilc.org/,
though currently, the programs do not focus exclusively on sculptures. Content providers include the
Amon Carter Museum of American Art, the Cleveland
Museum of Art, the North Carolina Museum of Art,
and the Smithsonian American Art Museum. Images
of sculptures may be found by visiting the websites of
art museums directly. The National Gallery of Art has
high-resolution images of classical and modern sculptures that are available for free download: https://www.
nga.gov/collection/sculpture.html

to Grand Rapids were not to be possible, using sculptures to inspire writing would still be worthwhile.

Conclusion

The integration of sculptures in expository and poetry
writing exercises is a promising practice. Experiences of
modern and contemporary sculpture, akin to those of
poetry, may be both imaginative and cerebral (Causey,
1998). In studying sculpture, students gain appreciation
of diverse perspectives and forms of expression. From
art, students derive inspiration. As they learn about
culture, they engage in critical thinking, hone writing
skills, and learn about their own creative potential.

f.

Following the tour or classroom experience of
studying sculptures, engage students in writing and
sculptural design using the Sculpture Assignment
Handout in the appendix to this article. To maximize creative possibilities, provide different clay in
different colors. Crayola’s Modeling Clay Classpack
has individual packets of clay in a dozen colors.
Wood and plastic beginner’s tools for sculpting are
available in craft stores. Students will need paper
towels.
g. Engage students in poetry writing based on sculptures. Poems by Langston Hughes, Maya Angelou,
and other poets may serve as model texts. Check
out videos and poems provided through the Favorite Poem Project (n.d.): http://www.favoritepoem.
org/.
In light of the three dimensionality of the sculptures
and their occupation of open-air space, viewing the artwork on site is recommended (Causey, 1998; Lehane,
2008). The carefully landscaped setting of Meijer Gardens enhances the viewing experience. The campus was
designed to be a “natural stage” with “contemplative
vistas” (Dennis, 2005, p. 7). Occupying 30 of the site’s
132 acres, the sculpture park has more than 300 works
(Becherer et al., 2013). Some are of striking voluminosity. The findings of this study suggest that, even if a visit
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APPENDIX
SCULPTURE ASSIGNMENT HANDOUT

Part I: Write about a sculpture in Frederik Meijer Gardens and Sculpture Park.
1. Choose a sculpture that you saw today. Identify the sculpture below.
a.

Name of the sculpture_____________________________

b.

Name of the artist________________________________

c.

Year made______________________________________

d.

Medium (materials)_______________________________

2. Why does the sculpture appeal to you?
3. What meaning does the sculpture convey to you?
4. What other interpretations might viewers of this sculpture have?
5. What do you believe was the sculptor's purpose in creating this sculpture?

Part II: Create your own sculpture. Give your sculpture a name.

Part III: Write about your sculpture.
1.What is the purpose of your sculpture?
2. What does the sculpture convey?
3. What do you hope viewers will understand or feel when they see your sculpture?
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